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Standards-Based Reform in Literacy:
Whose Story Is It?
The authors are all educators in the Southfield Public
School District.

ublic education is in a pressure
cooker with calls for reform coming
from all sides. What's happening in
Michigan reflects the tensions
inherent in reform. Whose reform is it
anyway? From vouchers on ballots to charter
schools that drain students and resources from
districts, from property values linked to high
stakes state testing programs to achievement
gaps between rich and poor, from back-tobasics movements to standards-based
education, teachers and administrators are
more pressed than ever before to produce
results. At stake is the future of education and
its role in a democratic society.
Into the fray come state and national standards. Written by teachers and scholars to
reflect research-based practice, measured by
performance standards that are interpreted to
require high stakes tests, schools are now
faced with the difficult task of making the
standards come to life in classrooms in ways
that improve student achievement. This article chronicles the ways in which one
Michigan school responded to the challenge
of standards-based reform in literacy as told
by the principal and teachers involved.
MacArthur Elementary is part of
Southfield Public Schools. A mid-sized, wellfunded, urban suburban district adjacent to
Detroit, Southfield is currently engaged in
reform. The goal is to move toward standards-

P

VoLU~E

based practice that will yield higher student
achievement for its minority-majority student
population. As Richard Elmore writes in
Building a New Structure for School Leadership, (2000) "The idea of learning to Jo the
right thing - collectively, progressively, cumulatively over time-is at the core of the
theory of standards-based reform." Southfield
is trying to learn to do the right thing.
In Southfield, how standards-based reform
looks and feels depends on your vantage
point; the role you play in the district, the
building in which you teach, and the relationships in that building all color your
perspectives. Standards have upped the ante,
requiring higher levels of literacy than ever
before. In response, the district created a literacy initiative to focus schools on
research-based practices in reading and writing so student achievement could keep pace
with the standards' redefinition of what it
means to be literate. Seeing growth and a
change in staff relations as a result of this
initiative, MacArthur's principal, five teachers from the building, and the district literacy
consultant decided to write about our recent
.
.
Journey.
What you are about to read is a compila. tion of personal stories about change in
response to standards-based reform in literacy. The integrated English-language arts
standards, reading, writing, speaking, listen-
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ing, and viewing, are about improving teaching and learning. The catalyst for our stories
is Southfield's literacy initiative which grew
out of the need for increasingly higher levels
of literacy reflected in state and national standards. The glue that holds these snapshots
together is how staff development around literacy to meet higher standards was taken up
by several teachers, their principal, and the
district literacy consultant in one school.
If our stories of change appear to have
different foci, it's because if there's anything we've learned, it's that change is not
a linear process. When Southfield's literacy
initiative began in 1998, it interfaced with
the prior experiences and knowledge of
every teacher and administrator. The cultures within the district, in buildings,
teams, grade levels, among administrators
and within school communities all played
a role in how the literacy initiative was
received and acted upon.

Balanced literacy; modeled, shared, guided,
and independent reading and writing; writer's
craft, genre, and author studies; reading and
writing workshops; publishing for an audience
beyond the teacher; self-selected texts; self-reflection and on-going assessment; early
intervention; and parental involvement are just
a few of the concepts swirling around current
reading and writing pedagogy. Our authors entered into new learning at points they could
connect to prior experiences.
As you read, notice that all the authors' stories predate the literacy initiative. That
initiative didn't just appear in a vacuum. As
opportunities for staff development were sustained over the course of two years, teachers
began to modify practice, building on their
strengths. But each focused on different aspects of literacy pedagogy. We've learned to
honor the fact that we're all at different places
on a learning continuum and will continue to
grow with support over time.

Multiple Invitations: A Consultant's Story of Change in Literacy Practice
By Laura Schiller

In my new role as district literacy consultant, one of the first principals to invite me to
her building was Terry Patterson at
MacArthur Elementary, one of ten Southfield
elementary schools. Terry provided the following MacArthur statistics: "52% receive
free lunch; 46% live in rental properties; 49%
make up our minority population projected
to increase in a few years; and MacArthur has
the lowest MEAP (Michigan Educational
Assessment Program) scores in the district."
At our first exploratory meeting, the principal and I decided that the best chance we
had to make a systemic difference in the
building was if the whole staff agreed to work
with me and ifl worked in collaboration with
the building North Central Accreditation
Team. We didn't want my involvement to be
yet another thing added on top of everything
else that teachers have to do, and I wanted to
plan with others to meet the needs of the staff.
The North Central Accreditation chairs were
highly respected in the building. Planning
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together, we linked professional development
to school improvement goals by linking writing to state standards. We then planned many
ways staff could be involved.
The first year had that awkward feeling of
a first date. At a staff meeting facilitated by
the North Central teacher chairs, teachers
agreed to attend study groups once a month
either before school or during lunch. Initially,
some teachers came because they thought it
was required. Others felt uncomfortable,
thinking they would be evaluated. Lunch
meetings were especially rushed, coming in
the middle of a busy day. Building relationships and trust and getting the staff to
understand that we were here to learn together
took most of the first year.
There were several pivotal experiences
during year one. MacArthur's principal gave
her full support to our study groups and turned
staff meetings over to professional development. She participated in a breakfast study
group that decided to visit another building
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in the district to gain some additional approaches to teaching literacy. We took photos
of the visit and collected artifacts of student
work. When the study group returned, each
member spoke at a staff meeting about what
they had observed.
The observation was significant on several fronts. One, it provided an opportunity
for both the principal and several teachers
to look beyond their building, something
that in the press of everyday school business is often overlooked as a professional
development resource. Two, of the staff
members who composed the breakfast
study group, only one was a classroom
teacher. The music teacher and special education teacher were voices that were rarely
heard at staff meetings. By reporting to the
entire staff, they signaled that we 're all in
this together and that we're making an effort to hear all voices, not just the few who
usually speak.
It's also important to share that this whole
episode had a downside to it as well. Some
teachers felt as though they were being compared to the other school and didn't measure
up. Though the principal was a member of
the study group that went on the visit, when
she reported back, some took it as a criticism
of their work.
Other pivotal moments occurred when I
modeled lessons in classrooms at teachers'
requests, establishing credibility and personal
relationships. The morning I spent job-shadowing support staff to gain a better
understanding of their roles turned out to be
helpful in rethinking ways for support staff
to collaborate with classroom teachers in literacy blocks. Perhaps, most important, the
bonding and group learning that came out of
attending an out-of-town summer literacy

workshop that involved the principal, me, and
most of the staff set up a change in relationships when school resumed in the fall.
In year two, most of the staff volunteered
to attend a monthly book study at 7: 15 a.m.
on Friday mornings. We read Ralph Fletcher's
Craft Lessons: Teaching Writing K-8 and decided to try some of Fletcher's lessons with
students and bring work to share. At our second session, the library tables filled with
teachers and student writing spread out. The
principal and I beamed as teacher after
teacher shared the results of his of her writing strategies. It was evident that student
writing had improved from kindergarten
through grade 5 in both quantity and quality.
There was no denying the evidence.
The camaraderie and celebration of student
learning set up a positive group dynamic that
began to establish a more open and trusting
climate in the building. Continued building
in-services tied to curriculum and modeling
reading-writing workshop strategies layered
with multiple district in-services linked to literacy created rich opportunities for learning.
The role of the principal cannot be overstated here. Terry participated in most
workshops, found time and money for professional development, empowered her
teachers to select and purchase books for their
classrooms, and took me in as part of the staff.
As I reflect on these two years, I'm struck by
how many different learning invitations it
takes to begin to change culture and have an
impact on student achievement. A sense of
urgency - so much to do, so far to go - is
tempered with the understanding that learning occurs over time. To grow into
standards-based reform we must continue to
nurture opportunities for teachers and administrators to learn and lead.

A Principal's Role In Change: Building Relational Trust
By Terry Patterson

When I became principal of MacArthur
seven years ago, the culture of the school was
very different from what it is today. My predecessor spent the previous two decades as
VOLUME

MacArthur's CEO. Her concrete sequential
manner and dedication to taking care of everyone came from a different view of
leadership than I brought to the school.

33, No. 2 •

WINTER

2001

29

STANDARDS-BASED REFORM

Teachers at MacArthur were social. They
shared birthday and holiday celebrations but
rarely shared practice or discussed strategies.
Their classrooms were considered "private
domain," buffered from view. Classrooms
were isolated. Teachers were protected. Unfortunately, this type of climate can limit
professional growth.
When there's change, fear and uncertainty
follow. Union and personnel issues and a feeling of being sabotaged by those I wanted to
join me makes me wonder how I survived. In
spite of problems, I tried to nurture a climate
of shared leadership and honest dialogue. As
several staff members transferred or retired,
wounds mended, creating space for healing.
My support was lent to staff initiatives that
I believed would enhance our sense of community and eventually improve student
achievement. Teacher leaders began to

emerge. Teacher training and staff development became spending priorities. Resulting
program
implementation
included
schoolwide inclusion practices, student-led
conferences, looping and multiage, block
scheduling to provide team planning time,
training in Glasser's Choice Theory, Orton
Gillingham phonology training, focused literacy and writing staff development,
implementation of a school wide Jason Project
theme, and more. The motivation of seeing
results was infectious. We attempted to make
decisions based on best practice. While things
were not perfect, the air had cleared.
Tomorrow, when a top notch teaching staff
voluntarily assembles at 7: 15 a. m. on a Friday morning to learn more about improving
student writing, we may look the same as
when I first arrived seven years ago, but we
are different. All of us.

Early Literacy Practice:
A Teacher Leader's Perspective on Writing and Change
By Halina Leary
Two decades ago, when I began teaching,
I felt ready to meet the challenges of being
an educator. Every once in a while, my principal would ask teachers in our building to
attend workshops on various topics. One such
training session was 'How to Teach Creative
Writing in the Elementary Classroom.' I remember hearing the presenter say, "Set a
timer for ten minutes and they will just write."
This timed pressure was supposed to motivate our students to produce abundant, quality
writing. We were told that if we simply set
aside ten minutes every day and let the students write whatever came to mind, we would
soon see miracles happen.
There was only one problem. It didn't
work. Many children hated writing, and by
not being given any specific directives, they
felt helpless. So after about two weeks teachers gave up and limited their classroom
writing sessions to a few group lessons on
"finish the story starter," or "how to write a
thank you note." Needless to say, writing was
not a priority in many classrooms.
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Now, twenty years later, I found myself
learning about literacy once again, this
time not as part of an isolated workshop or
two, but as part of a larger district and
building initiative. After linking writing to
our North Central Accreditation, NCA,
goals and attending numerous in-services
throughout the year on writing, I was ready
to join my colleagues in a summer literacy
workshop. In addition to learning many
fresh and innovative ideas on how to teach
writing, one key point made me stand up
and take notice: "Students should spend as
much time on writing as they do on reading during the literacy block." Leaving the
conference, I asked myself if I could afford to increase time spent on writing at
the expense of reading. I decided this
would be my trial year. After all, I was
looping with this first-grade classroom. If
by increasing writing time, I felt my students were lacking in any particular area
of reading, I could always make it up the
following year.
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My new approach to writing utilized our
inclusive support staff. Every day for a fortyfive minute period during our literacy block,
the learning support, special education, and
Title I teachers facilitated small groups. Other
teachers in the district visited schools outside
of Southfield where this model was in place
and shared the idea. Then we adapted it to
our situation. Before the support teachers
came into my classroom, the children and I
would brainstorm topics of interest to them.
Once we decided on the topics for the week,
students would break into four small groups,
each with a teacher supervising their writing.
I began noticing that our "journal time"
was the best part of the day for many stu-

dents. Even the reluctant writers began enjoying putting their thoughts on paper.
Students loved reading and sharing their published booklets with peers and family. What
I found truly amazing was that my slow readers were not only reading well, they were
enjoying it. I had not seen this growth in past
years when support staff pulled out those
same slow readers and focused on isolated
skills.
Not only have they shown tremendous
growth in their writing skills, but their reading levels have soared as well. It doesn't look
like I will need to do any reading "catching
up" with this class next year. Maybe I'll try
to increase their writing time even more.

Paradigm Shifts: From Reluctant Writer to Writers Workshop
By Karen Emerson

Pencils begin tapping, and then, as if a light
bulb went on, they are put into action. No, it
is not my classroom. It is the library of the
elementary school where I teach. I am joined
by about twenty of my colleagues. Why are
we here? Why do I make the extra effort to
get to school early to meet with the district's
literacy coordinator? I must admit, I am not
a writer, nor do I enjoy it. I cannot even believe I volunteered to co-author this piece. I
am very math- and science-oriented. I do,
however, make every attempt to learn as much
as I can so that I can push my students to do
the same.
As we meet in the library each month, we
all bring writing ideas and strategies with us.
Craft Lessons: Teaching Writing K-8 by
Ralph Fletcher and JoAnn Portalupi has been
the book we have been studying to create
more meaningful writing in the classroom.
During our study group, we always have a
time in which we do an actual lesson from
the book. I look around at many of my peers
and notice how they squirm and sigh before
they actually begin writing. I am glad to see
that they also seem to be reluctant writers.
We are all very hesitant to share our writing,
but the responses from our peers afterwards
are a wonderful pat on the back.
VOLUME

Shortly after starting my current position
as a Title I support teacher, I was asked to
facilitate a small group doing writers workshop in a multiage classroom. I had to ask,
"Writers what?" My teaching career began in
a parochial setting. In fact, I spent my first
three years in that setting. I had the typical
textbook-ditto type of classroom. There were
no resources or finances available for me to
be creative in my teaching. My language arts
lessons were simple isolated lessons from a
grammar book covering skills such as sentence structure and common and proper
nouns. Now I look back and scream:
"BORING!!!"
Now I see writers workshop as an opportunity for students to focus on the entire
writing process. They begin with a topic,
an audience, and a plan for their writing
before they even begin the first sentence.
This is where my study group on Craft
Lessons was invaluable. Fletcher's book
became my Bible. "Ralph Fletcher and
JoAnn Portalupi argue that too often we
concentrate on the beginning and ending
of the writing process - conceiving and
correcting - while leaving students on their
own to make a thousand critical decisions
in their writing about crafting leads, voice,

33, No. 2 •

W1NTER

2001

31

...

STANDARDS-BASED REFORM

structure, supporting detail, setting, mood,
and character." (1998) I was overwhelmed
at the writing that the children produced.
It is obvious that the writing process has
been made into something meaningful for
them.
I have had several opportunities to attend
writing in-services. It was not until this time

that I realized how many current practices I
was unaware of. I was completely overwhelmed at the opportunities to better myself
as a learner and a teacher. Now, what do I do
with all of this information and training I received? I put it to immediate use in my
classroom. The same responses I get from my
peers, the students get from theirs.

Growing:
.
From the Inner City to the Suburbs; From Kindergarten to Fifth Grade
By Carol Davis

After teaching kindergarten for three years,
I was beginning to feel like I had not grown
as a professional. It seemed like I was only
keeping up with my district's mandated,
closely monitored, and cumbersome programs. What was the rest of the education
field talking about these days besides classroom management? I was getting bored with
the same old routines and the monotony of
my job. I seemed to be growing inside of a
teeny tiny box, and I was beginning to feel
the crush of all sides.
I found another job working in a smaller,
more affluent district. It was close to home
and had tons of resources for me to use. There
was a plush green landscape around the
school. When I got the call that there was a
4-5 multiage class waiting for me, I rejoiced.
"I love four- and five-year-olds. This will
be great."
"Not four- and five-year-olds," she said,
"But fourth- and fifth-graders."
"Oh no!!!!" What have I gotten myself
into?
Imagine stepping into a frame with no filling: a place of few boundaries and even fewer
textbooks. The new district was very progressive and contemporary. It was very efficient
and took care of business, just as it said it
would. These teachers had discussions about
theories and how to put them into practice
with their kids. Teachers were given a voice
to speak. I could feel the shift in my focus
even in August.
During the first few months ofmy new job,
I went through a lot of training. There was
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training for computers to address the infamous statewide test, the MEAP. I knew I
needed every bit of help because I spent the
last four years teaching children how to recognize letters and learn to read. How will
literacy look in the upper grades?
I was most comfortable teaching writing,
but teaching the writing process became my
new challenge. The district I now work in is
serious about in-servicing teachers. I joined
MacArthur one year into their literacy initiative and quickly became immersed in staff
development. Our school did a lot of literacy
training with our district coordinator. Of
course, I was tempted to throw out everything
I knew and do all the new stuff. I had to internalize the changes I wanted to make to my
way of teaching before they could materialize in my lessons.
I began the year by reviewing and explaining the writing process. We covered each step:
brainstorming, drafting, revising, editing, and
publishing. We discussed in class how to work
through each step. I modeled the writing process by going through it myself. Each week
as the students would start a new story, so
would I. They would start theirs in a draft
book, and I would model mine on the overhead.
The students needed additional help with
planning a story. We spent many days learning to brainstorm. We used webs, lists, and
illustrations to plan our story. I instructed the
students to think about those things that
would interest a reader. Many times I would
have them work in pairs, so that one could
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tell the other what type of information would
be interesting to another reader. The notion
of audience is very important. Yes, authors
write stories, but they write them with the
audience, their readers, in mind. What details
or information would grab a reader, make him
sit down, and read feverishly?

I incorporated read-alouds, freewrites, publishing, peer and teacher conferencing,
writing prompt days versus free days, writing in multiple genres, and created a sense of
community in the classroom. I'm no longer
asking, "How am I gonna do this?' I no longer
worry about teaching those older students.

When Our Lives Inform Our Teaching: Supporting a New Teacher
By Therese Williams

When I was first approached with the opportunity to be part of a team that would chronicle
a journey of growth in the area of literacy in
our building, I jumped at the chance. I was intrigued by the thought of having my name
printed over my first professional article. It's
5:45 a.m. I have to finish writing, wake three
children, and get them ready to go so we can be
out the door by 7:30. This is the one and only
moment when I regret committing myself to
writing an article. What was I thinking?
Seven years ago I embarked on a journey
that would change my life. I reentered college after a failed attempt when I first finished
high school. I enrolled at a community college in 1993 when my first-born son was
two-and-a-half years old. I had a burning desire to make something of my life.
My mother has muscular dystrophy and
could not work. However, she did provide me
with dreams. She instilled in me the confidence that I could be whatever I chose to be
in life. She was a single parent, extremely shy,
and unable to communicate well with the
people around her. The oldest of three children, I assumed the responsibility of speaking
for her and asking many questions about the
world around me. I always wanted and needed
more information. I believed the more I knew,
the more I could help my family and myself.
This has carried over into my work.

In my first year I felt I was well prepared
to teach. Was I wearing rose-colored glasses!
I needed to learn more about how to motivate my students to become better readers and
writers. Although I looked forward to having
a long uninterrupted block of time to focus
on reading and writing, my students found it
boring. I turned to my administrator who encouraged me and provided many professional
development opportunities. I have completed
well over the number of staff development
hours required for new teachers. I found the
summer literacy workshop, 7 a.m. study
groups and staff collaborations to be the most
beneficial opportunities thus far.
The summer literacy workshop was a time
to collaborate so that we would all be more
consistent in our instruction from grade level
to grade level. My principal and at least 90
percent of the staff participated. We spent an
entire week discussing and reflecting as a
staff on where we have been in our literacy
instruction and where we needed to go. The
summer institute changed how I viewed the
staff and my students.
Fine tuning my professional practice is how
I have ended up here. I can hardly find time
to do anything but get a simple dinner on the
table when I get home each day. Still, I am
committed to being the best teacher possible,
risking, trying to do the right thing.

Teaching as a Second Career
By Essie Altman

I gave up working in my upholstery business with my husband to step into the world
of teaching. Teaching is something I always
VoLUME
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wanted to do, but with raising a family and
working with my husband, the timing was
never right.
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As a long-term substitute at MacArthur,
I learned there was a fifth-grade position
available. I was hired a few days before
school started. On those first days before
students came, my adrenalin was pumping.
I stepped into a bare classroom. The staff
came down at different times of the day and
welcomed me and freely offered materials,
furniture, and advice. I didn't have a clue
as to how to arrange what I had.
As a first-year teacher, every day is give
and take. I was giving all I could. I'd be in
the middle of teaching a subject, and a
child on Ritalin would get upset and disrupt the whole class all day. In a classroom
of 25 students, all need their space. Personalities didn't always come together. I
knew from the start this would be an Academy Award-winning year if students and
teacher could make it through.
One of my responsibilities was getting
the students ready for the fifth-grade writ-

ing MEAP. Some didn't know what a noun
was, or an adjective. Each morning we
would take a couple of sentences that were
grammatically incorrect and fix the problems. When we were comfortable enough
with that, we started tackling paragraphs
and fixing those. We were put to the test
when our reading clinician gave us practice-writing prompts in preparation for the
MEAP. You were given a topic to write
about, and you had a rubric to follow to
make sure you were on the right track. The
prompts helped my students improve.
When we shared our writing with other
classes, colleagues noticed how my students loved to write.
There were many adjustments throughout this first year, from getting to
understand the different personalities to
coping with problems from home that
spilled over into the classroom. As I look
back, I don't know how I survived.

What We Learned
In order to make standards-based reform a
reality, school and district cultures must see
learning as the heart of the enterprise for everyone involved. Easier said than done. The
complexity of reform, the need for multiple invitations, the importance of hearing many points
of view along the way and building the essential element of trust, require major shifts in the
way we establish our priorities, spend our time,
allocate our resources and relate to one another.
Principal Terry Patterson alludes to the difficulties she encountered as she tried to build trust
in her building. She also writes about shifting
funds to support professional development and
then participating along with her staff, acting
as "lead learner" and being the culture she
wanted to create.
Reform efforts vary within districts, from
building to building, based on demographics
and the school context. Systemic reform is
not something that is imposed from the outside. It is the story of individuals learning and
growing together. It is about meeting each
person wherever they are and guiding them
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further along a continuum of practice. Halina
Leary reminds us that learning never ends.
Halina revisits writing twenty years after her
first writing in-service, only this time the
conditions for learning have changed significantly. Now she is part of a building wide
sustained staff development initiative where
everyone is learning together. The notion that
a single in-service could lead to meaningful
change in teaching and learning is no longer
viewed as complete in and of itself.
We've learned it is almost impossible to
separate who we are from how we teach. To
grow the teacher, you must grow the person.
Therese Williams's and Essie Altman's pieces
remind us how intertwined our personal and
professional lives can be. Carol Davis writes
about how she built on her strength in writing and focused there. "I had to internalize
the changes I wanted to make to my way of
teaching before they could materialize in my
lessons." For Carol change is an inside-out
process built on reflection, risk-taking, and
response.
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Karen Emerson writes about "writer's
workshop as an opportunity for students ... "
and how important it is for teachers to experience what it feels like to be a writer and
receive response from peers. Laura Schiller
reminds us that change takes time, trust, and
multiple invitations that reach out to others.
Writing this article was an invitation to revisit and reflect on our literacy practices. The
act of writing for an audience mirrors the experience we want for our students. What we
live, we can model and teach.
Finally, as we conferenced our pieces for
this article, we learned how little we knew of
one another and how important it is never to
assume we have the whole picture where
change is concerned. "[L ]earning to do the
right thing ... " (Elmore, 2000) challenges
each of us to learn for the sake of others.
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Postscript
The MacArthur writing group represents a range of roles and experiences. Halina Leery is a veteran teacher leader. Carol Davis
recently moved from an inner city school to MacArthur. Essie Altman
represents teachers coming into the profession later in life to start a
second career. Karen Emerson is just moving into her own classroom after being a learning support teacher, and Therese Williams
is new to the profession. Both Karen and Therese have infants. Karen
came to our writing group with her five- day-old baby in her arms.
Laura Schiller has enrolled in a Ph.D. program in literacy and will
continue as the literacy consultant. Terry Patterson recently married and decided to retire after three principalships and twenty-eight
years as an educator. In some ways, this article is closure to a rewarding and challenging career.
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